zhang wealthy and poor alike, were, to an extent quite comparable with Western European households, economically rational and ruthlessly self-interested.4 In addition, the economy was significantly market-based, while land ownership was increasingly commoditized and impersonal.5 There is, in fact, no real evidence that people agreed on "precommercial" ideals of "permanence in landholding." Quite the opposite, this chapter presents considerable evidence that property norms, particularly "dian" redemption norms, were generally the product of fiercely self-interested negotiation: Higher-income households tended to resist generous "dian" redemption norms, whereas smallholders were almost uniformly in favor. But why, under those circumstances, were the actual institutional outcomes often more favorable to smallholders?
Utilizing several newly available court archives and contract collections from the late Qing and Republican eras, along with some more traditional sources such as Japanese rural surveys of North China, this chapter argues that some of the answer probably lies in the way rural Chinese society allocated social status, rank, and authority: The status and rank of many rural individuals in Qing and Republican China depended significantly on their generational seniority within their respective patrilineal descent groups. Both formal and customary law often recognized the sociopolitical dominance of senior relatives over junior ones, as did a plethora of private writings and lineage registries.
What scholars have largely failed to realize is that, despite creating systematic inequalities at the individual level, these kinship hierarchies also tended to confer large status benefits on lower-income households: Because status was so closely tied to age and generational seniority, the system allowed for significant status mobility within many individual lifetimes. Such people automatically gained status as they aged, theoretically independent of personal wealth. In practice, of course, wealth remained a valuable social asset, but even so, the
